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According to a report by Worldwatch, a Washington-based research group, drought in the US,
Canada and China is the latest signal during recent years that an era of agricultural surpluses is
coming to an end. At an Aug. 4 news conference Worldwatch Institute president Lester R. Brown
said that by year-end, the drought may have reduced global grain stocks to the equivalent of 54
days of world consumption, a record decline for any single year. Brown is a former US Department
of Agriculture official. Brown said that at the beginning of 1987, the consumption level was at
101 days. "When we get down to 54 days supply we are getting very low. Everyone starts to get
nervous when we dip below a 60-day supply." According to Brown, world stock levels may not
recover significantly because population growth has been rapid while crop yields and the amount
of land under cultivation have not increased for several years. In addition, he said, there are no
technologies now visible that are likely to produce a "green revolution" similar to that of the 1960s.
The immediate effect, said Brown, may be a doubling in grain prices, which would be ruinous for
many developing nations. He added that the US and other industrialized nations could reduce the
amount the food aid extended to the Third World. Brown estimated that the drought will reduce
grain production in the US this year by 78 million metric tons; in China by 30 million tons; and in
Canada, by 6 million tons. Meanwhile, grain output in some countries this year will be higher than
in 1987. Brown mentioned that grain production in India is expected to increase by 2 million tons;
the Soviet Union, 4 million tons; and Western and Eastern Europe, 17 million tons. Brown said
Worldwatch estimates that production in Latin America, Africa and Australia will not change much
this year. Next, the Worldwatch president emphasized that the last time a drop of this magnitude
occurred was in 1972; several years were required for production levels to recover and prices to
decline. He warned that the situation in 1988 is worse since the gains of the past 15 years are not
sustainable. "Although not widely recognized at the time, this growth in world grain output was
achieved in part by plowing highly erodible land, drawing down water tables by overirrigating and
practicing other unsustainable methods." The technology now envisioned, he said, can produce only
moderate gains, "not the quantum jumps we're accustomed to."
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